Gender differences in body fat content are present well before puberty.
To determine whether gender differences in body fat could be detected in prepubertal children using dual energy X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA), body composition was measured in 20 healthy boys aged 3-8 y matched for age, height and weight with 20 healthy girls. Although boys and girls did not differ in age, height, weight, body mass index (BMI) or bone mineral content, the boys had a lower percentage of body fat (13.5 +/- 5.1 vs 20.4 +/- 6.1%, P < 0.01), a lower fat mass (3.2 +/- 2.0 vs 4.9 +/- 3.1 kg, P < 0.01), and a higher bone-free lean tissue mass (18.6 +/- 4.3 vs 17.0 +/- 3.5 kg, P < 0.01) than the girls. Girls had approximately 50% more body fat than the boys. This is the first DEXA study to show that boys aged 3-8 y have less body fat than girls of similar age, height and weight. Thus, this technology demonstrates that significant gender differences in body composition are evident, well before the onset of puberty.